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1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a letter composition and delivery system. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to letter composition and delivery as well as 
collection and interpretation of data obtained via the letter composition and delivery process. 

2. Description of the Related Art 

In today's highly commercialized society, consumers are offered seemingly unlimited 
choices. While it may seem that this diversity of products and services only serves to benefit 
consumers, consumers often have a difficult time selecting among the vast assortment of 
options available to them. Today's consumer is bombarded by advertisements while driving, 
watching television, listening to the radio, and even while surfing the Internet. However, the 
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information typically provided in such advertisements is sorely inadequate. Thus, even when 
a consumer expends an enormous amount of money on an item or service, the consumer's 
selection is often made based upon very limited information. Although a consumer's 
individual experience with regard to a particular product or service is a potential source of 
valuable information to other consumers, it is difficult if not impossible to disseminate this 
information to a wide range of consumers or potential consumers. It would therefore be 
beneficial if consumers could benefit from the very valuable experiences of other consumers. 
Accordingly, it would be desirable if consumers could communicate their opinions to other 
consumers and potential consumers. 

In addition to having information accessible to make informed decisions, consumers 
often value the opportunity to communicate their opinions, questions and suggestions to 
businesses. However, writing a letter is a time-consuming process. Moreover, it is often 
difficult if not impossible to identify the appropriate individual within a business or company 
to whom a letter should be addressed. Another problem arises when the business is a foreign 
business and therefore conducts business in a language other than that spoken by the 
consumer. As a result, consumers are often discouraged from sending letters to businesses 
regarding good or bad experiences, suggestions, or questions. Even when a consumer does 
decide to send a letter to a company, it is often difficult to discern whether the letter was 
received by the business and therefore difficult to achieve resolution of the situation that 
prompted the letter. It would therefore be beneficial if a system could be established which 
would facilitate and track the composition and delivery of a letter to a business as well as the 
resolution of the situation that prompted the letter. 

In order to successfully offer a wide variety of choices to today's consumer, 
businesses often expend large sums of money on advertisements and consumer research. 
Typically, businesses perform surveys to obtain valuable consumer opinions regarding the 
products or services offered by them. In addition, these businesses often purchase consumer 
information from sources such as organizations that independently perform such surveys. 
However, these surveys are not initiated by consumers and therefore are not likely to obtain 
information from those who might provide the most valuable feedback to businesses. 
Moreover, such surveys are tedious and time-consuming to complete. It would therefore be 
beneficial if a consumer could quickly and easily communicate his or her opinions and 
experiences to these businesses upon initiation by the consumer through a more sophisticated 
data gathering process than the traditional consumer survey. It is also important to note that 
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the data obtained from such surveys is not typically made available to consumers. Thus, it 
would be desirable if a consumer could access information such as consumer ratings obtained 
as a result of such communications. Moreover, it would be desirable if such communications 
could be made in a manner so as to promote a response by the business to the consumer. 

The Internet has recently become a popular information resource for even the most 
unsophisticated computer user. The popularity of the Internet as an information source is 
due, in part, to the vast amount of available information that can be downloaded by almost 
anyone having access to a computer and a modem. The Internet's strength also lies in its 
open-ended nature. These and other factors have caused an exponential increase in Internet 
usage and with it, an exponential increase in the volume of information available. However, 
even with the vast amount of information and services available on the Internet, there fails to 
be an effective mechanism for facilitating the communication of information between 
consumers and businesses. In addition, businesses have seemingly failed to recognize the 
potential word of mouth influence a consumer has in view of the rising popularity of the 
Internet and electronic mail. It would therefore be desirable to leverage the power and 
accessibility of the Internet to facilitate the exchange of information among consumers and 
businesses. 

In view of the foregoing, it would be desirable if a mechanism for facilitating 
communication from consumers to businesses could be established. Similarly, it would be 
beneficial if a counterpart mechanism could be established to promote responses from 
businesses to consumers in response to consumer communications. In addition, it would be 
beneficial if consumer data could be obtained through this communication process. 
Moreover, it would be desirable if these mechanisms could be implemented on the Internet to 
facilitate communication between consumers and businesses as well as the information 
gathering process. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 



The present invention enables a consumer feedback communication to be generated 
by consumers to transmit valuable feedback to businesses. Through this process, market 
5 research data related to the consumers may also be generated. Accordingly, the feedback and 

consumer related data may transmitted to businesses as well as entire industries, enabling the 
businesses to improve their business practices as well as resolve situations that prompted the 
generation of the feedback communication.. 

In accordance with one aspect of the invention, methods and apparatus of the present 
10 invention generate a consumer feedback communication via a wide area network. A business 

to which the consumer feedback communication is directed is identified in response to input 
= 3 from the consumer. Feedback data relating to the business is obtained from the consumer via 

;>J the wide area network. At least a portion of the consumer feedback communication is 

ill automatically generated using the feedback data. The consumer feedback communication is 

is! addressed to an individual associated with the business. The consumer feedback 

s M communication is then transmitted to the individual. 

\ It is important to note that the present invention enables market research data to be 
III collected via a wide area network using consumer feedback flows from a plurality of 

;if individual consumers. Each of the consumer feedback flows includes feedback data 

203 associated with a consumer feedback communication addressed to at least one business, 

where the feedback data relates to the at least one business. Feedback data is obtained from 
the consumer feedback flow received from each of the plurality of individual consumers, 
where the feedback data relates to at least one business. Market research data is then 
collected from the obtained feedback data associated with the consumer feedback flows 
25 received from the plurality of individual consumers. 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, methods and apparatus of the 
present invention provide accessibility to one or more consumer feedback communications 
previously sent by a consumer to one or more businesses and associated business feedback 
responses received by the consumer from the one or more businesses. Information associated 
30 with one or more consumer feedback communications is stored, where each of the feedback 

communications has been previously composed by a consumer, addressed to at least one 
business and including feedback data relating to the business. A command and consumer 
feedback communication selection is received from the consumer. Information associated 
with one of the consumer feedback communications identified by the consumer feedback 
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communication selection is then modified or displayed corresponding to the selected 
command. 

In accordance with yet another aspect of the invention, methods and apparatus of the 
present invention collect data associated with a consumer through generation of a consumer 
feedback communication via a wide area network. A business to which the consumer 
feedback communication is directed is identified in response to input from a consumer via the 
wide area network. Feedback data relating to the business is obtained from the consumer via 
the wide area network. At least a portion of the consumer feedback communication is 
automatically generated using the feedback data. Data associated with the consumer is then 
collected from the obtained feedback data. 

In accordance with yet another aspect of the invention, methods and apparatus for 
composing and translating a consumer feedback communication directed from a consumer to 
a business includes identifying a business to which a consumer feedback communication is 
directed in response to input from a consumer. Feedback data relating to the business is 
obtained from the consumer. At least a portion of the consumer feedback communication is 
generated using the obtained feedback data. The consumer feedback communication is 
addressed to an individual associated with the business. The consumer feedback 
communication is then translated from a first language to a second language. These and 
other features of the present invention will be described in more detail below in the detailed 
description of the invention and in conjunction with the following figures. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 



FIG. 1 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to identify an 
industry within which the consumer wishes to provide feedback. 

FIG. 2 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to initiate the 
generation of a consumer feedback communication via the selection of a business and a 
specific feedback type. 

FIG. 3 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to generate a 
letter such as a complaint through the selection of a feedback category and one or more 
feedback ratings associated with the selected feedback category. 

FIG. 4 is an exemplary user interface illustrating exemplary feedback categories 
related to the hotel industry. 

FIG. 5 is an exemplary user interface illustrating exemplary feedback rating selections 
for the feedback category, food service. 

FIG. 6A is an exemplary template that may be used by a consumer to generate a first 
portion of a complaint or compliment consumer feedback communication. 

FIG. 6B is an exemplary template that may be used by a consumer to generate a 
second portion of a complaint or compliment consumer feedback communication. 

FIG. 7 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to generate a 
question or suggestion consumer feedback communication. 

FIG. 8 is an exemplary template that may be used by a consumer to generate a 
question or suggestion consumer feedback communication. 

FIG. 9 is a process flow diagram illustrating a method of delivering a consumer 
feedback communication in accordance with an embodiment of the invention. 

FIG. 10 is a process flow diagram illustrating a method of performing follow-up and 
resolution during the consumer feedback communication and response process in accordance 
with an embodiment of the invention. 

FIG. 1 1 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to access the 
consumer's feedback communication and associated response data. 

FIG. 12 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to register 
with the feedback and response system. 

FIG. 1 3 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to view 
consumer feedback communications sent by the consumer, update business feedback 



Docket No. PLNTP003 



-6- 



Patent 



response data associated with those communications, and provide updated feedback data in 
response to a business feedback response. 

FIG. 14 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to access a 
private address book generated during the consumer feedback communication process. 

FIG. 15 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to access 
ratings obtained from numerous consumers during the feedback communication and response 
process. 

FIG. 16 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of collecting consumer data 
during the feedback process in accordance with an embodiment of the invention. 

FIG. 17 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating a loyalty 
index identifying a level of loyalty of the consumer in accordance with an embodiment of the 
invention. 

FIG. 18 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating a buyer 
power index indicating an economic value of a consumer over time for a business. 

FIG. 19 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating a viral power 
index indicating a word of mouth impact of the consumer. 

FIG. 20 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary system in which the present invention 
may be implemented. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 



In the following description, numerous specific details are set forth in order to provide 
a thorough understanding of the present invention. It will be obvious, however, to one 
skilled in the art, that the present invention may be practiced without some or all of these 
specific details. In other instances, well known process steps have not been described in 
detail in order not to unnecessarily obscure the present invention. 

The present invention serves as an information based intermediary between 
consumers and businesses. More particularly, the present invention enables a consumer to 
provide feedback data, generate consumer feedback communication from this feedback data 
and send the consumer feedback communication to businesses as well as individuals. During 
this feedback communication generation and transmission process, consumer data is obtained 
and interpreted. In response to the consumer feedback communication, a targeted business 
may send a business feedback response to the consumer. The consumer may then provide 
updated feedback data, enabling additional consumer data to be obtained and interpreted. 
The present invention is preferably implemented in a wide area network such as the Internet. 
More particularly, a consumer may access a web site via the Internet to access the present 
invention. However, it will become apparent in the following description that many of the 
process steps need not be performed via the Internet. 

A consumer may, for a variety of reasons, wish to provide feedback to a business, 
entity, or individual by way of the present invention. In accordance with one embodiment, 
the consumer accesses a web site via the Internet to generate and transmit consumer 
feedback. More particularly, the web site uses a dynamic consumer feedback communication 
generator to lead consumers through the process of organizing and elaborating on their 
feedback. This feedback communication generator prompts the consumer (i.e., user) for 
information that is useful to businesses to quantify and evaluate the consumer's feedback. 

FIG. 1 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to identify an 
industry within which the consumer wishes to provide feedback. Thus, the consumer selects 
an industry prior to selecting a business within that industry. As shown, the consumer may 
identify or select an industry from among a plurality of industries. Exemplary industries 
include airlines, hotels, car rental businesses, delivery services, electronic commerce sites, 
personal computers, and Internet Service Providers as well as other industries as indicated by 
the corresponding hypertext links in FIG. 1. The consumer may then generate a consumer 
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feedback communication addressed to a business within the selected industry. In the 
following description, the terms "consumer feedback communication" and "letter" will be 
used interchangeably. However, it will be understood that a letter may take the form of 
electronic mail or a facsimile as well as conventional postal mail. 

Rather than sending a letter, a consumer may wish to view letters sent by other 
consumers or responses received by other consumers by entering the Hall of Flames or the 
Hall of Praise, or by viewing the Response of the Week as indicated by the corresponding 
hypertext links in FIG. 1 . The consumer may therefore visit the Hall of Flames to view 
letters sent by consumers or portions thereof. As implied by the title, the letters (e.g., 
complaint letters) either did not result in a response by the businesses or did not yield 
responses that were favorable to the consumer. Similarly, the consumer may visit the Hall of 
Praise to view letters such as compliment letters that were sent by other consumers. Of 
course, the consumer may click on the Response of the Week icon to view responses sent by 
businesses in response to consumer letters that were received by them. 

The consumer may wish to provide various types of feedback, which may be positive, 
negative, or neutral. FIG. 2 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to 
initiate the generation of a consumer feedback communication via the selection of a business 
and a specific feedback type. In this example, the industry selected by the consumer via the 
user interface of FIG. 1 is the hotel industry. Within the specified industry, the consumer 
may then identify a business within this industry. The user may enter a business or may 
select a business from a plurality of businesses presented to the consumer. Information 
identifying these businesses, as well as contact information associated with the businesses, 
may be stored in one or more databases accessible via the web site. As shown, the consumer 
selects a company within the hotel industry, "Motels R Us". The user may select a feedback 
type from among a plurality of feedback types to simplify the consumer feedback generation 
process. As a desired feedback type, the consumer may select from a set of feedback types 
which reflect the general nature of the feedback. For instance, as shown, an exemplary set of 
feedback types includes a complaint, compliment, question, and suggestion. In this example, 
the consumer indicates that the feedback type is a complaint. As will be described below 
with reference to FIG. 6 A and 6B, a template may be provided for the specified feedback 
type which will facilitate the feedback process. 

In addition to the type of feedback (e.g., complaint), the consumer provides 
substantive information to assist the business in rectifying the problem or situation that 
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motivated the consumer to write the complaint. FIG. 3 is an exemplary user interface that 
may be used by a consumer to generate a letter such as a complaint through the selection of a 
feedback category and one or more feedback ratings associated with the selected feedback 
category. As shown, the consumer selects a feedback category from among a plurality of 
feedback categories relating to the business and/or industry so that the consumer can rate the 
business according to various criteria within that feedback category. Once the feedback 
category is selected, the consumer may provide feedback data by selecting one or more 
feedback ratings to reflect the consumer's opinions of the service or product that he or she 
received. As shown, a first feedback rating is a satisfaction rating indicating a level of 
satisfaction of the consumer. The consumer may select one of a set of possible satisfaction 
ratings including very dissatisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, neutral, somewhat satisfied, and 
very satisfied. A second feedback rating is a future purchase intent rating indicating a 
likelihood that the consumer will choose the business for future transactions. The consumer 
may select one of a set of possible future purchase intent ratings including definitely not, 
probably not, might/might not, probably, and definitely. A third feedback rating is a future 
word of mouth intent rating indicating an extent to which the consumer intends to 
communicate with other consumers regarding the business. The consumer may select one of 
a set of possible future word of mouth intent ratings including definitely not, probably not, 
might/might not, probably, and definitely. These feedback ratings may be used separately or 
in combination. Moreover, these feedback ratings are merely exemplary and therefore other 
feedback ratings may be used. In addition, the consumer may indicate a category purchase 
volume (not shown) as well as category purchase frequency (not shown) for a particular 
product or service. Moreover, the consumer may indicate brand purchase loyalty information 
(not shown) indicating a level of loyalty of the consumer to a particular brand or business. 

The consumer may wish to provide different feedback depending upon the industry 
and business involved. FIG. 4 is an exemplary user interface illustrating exemplary feedback 
categories related to the hotel industry. Within the hotel industry, a variety of feedback 
categories may be selected. As shown, the consumer selects the feedback category, food 
service, from among a plurality of feedback categories presented to the consumer. 
Alternatively, the consumer may want to provide feedback in relation to the check-in process, 
the check-out process, the front desk service, housekeeping, location, meeting rooms, noise, 
pool/health facilities, price/value, reservations, room, security, shuttle/limousine service, and 
staff attitude. Further exemplary feedback categories include reservations, room, food 
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service, and shuttle/ground transportation. Accordingly, a different set of feedback 
categories may be presented depending upon the industry relevant to the selected business. 

Since the feedback ratings will ultimately be used to generate data that may be used 
and analyzed by a business, a predetermined set of feedback ratings is presented to the 
consumer. FIG. 5 is an exemplary user interface illustrating exemplary feedback rating 
selections for the feedback category, food service. In this example, the satisfaction rating 
selected by the consumer is "very dissatisfied," the future purchase intent rating selected by 
the consumer is "definitely not," and the future word of mouth intent rating 308 selected by 
the consumer is "definitely not." 

A consumer feedback communication is automatically generated from the feedback 
data provided by the consumer. In addition, the feedback process is simplified through the 
use of a template. FIG. 6A is an exemplary template that may be presented to a consumer to 
generate a first portion of a complaint or compliment consumer feedback communication. 
The consumer may select words and phrases from pull-down menus which correspond to the 
feedback type previously selected. For instance, for a complaint letter, the potential feelings 
602 that may be selected by a consumer may be strictly negative. Thus, the template that is 
generated may correspond to a feedback type previously indicated by a consumer. In 
addition, the template may also correspond to the industry selected by the consumer. For 
instance, for the complaint letter generated for the hotel industry, the consumer has the 
opportunity to generate free form text to indicate the location 604 of the Motels R Us where 
the consumer had received the undesirable food service, as well as indicate the relevant date 
606 (e.g., January 1, 2000). 

The template may be designed to further enable the consumer to input additional free 
form text as well as enter other data deemed appropriate for the particular industry or 
company. FIG. 6B is an exemplary template that may be used by a consumer to generate a 
second portion of a complaint or compliment consumer feedback communication. A 
scrolling window 608 enables the consumer to describe the situation in further detail. 
Moreover, the template preferably incorporates the feedback data (e.g., ratings) previously 
obtained from the consumer and drives the context of the resulting letter created from the 
template. For instance, the satisfaction rating and future purchase intent rating previously 
indicated by the consumer are reflected in the template as shown at pull-down menu 610. In 
addition, another pull-down menu 612 presents selections to the consumer that reflect the 
future word of mouth intent rating previously obtained from the consumer. Thus, although 
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the selections reflect the feedback data, the previously entered feedback data may be 
modified by the consumer. Additional text 614 provided in the template may further reflect 
that the feedback type selected by the consumer is a complaint. The consumer has the option 
of entering free form text 616 to request a particular action by the business to resolve the 
situation that prompted the complaint. Finally, the consumer can select a closing line 618 
such as sincerely, very truly yours, or cordially. 

The templates shown and described above with reference to FIGs. 6A and 6B are used 
to generate a complaint letter. These templates may similarly be used to generate a 
compliment letter. In this manner, a consumer may quickly generate a personalized letter to 
a business identified by the consumer. 

While the consumer may want to write a complaint or compliment, the consumer may 
also merely have a suggestion or a question. FIG. 7 is an exemplary user interface that may 
be used by a consumer to generate a question or suggestion consumer feedback 
communication. As shown, the desired form of feedback is a question while the feedback 
category that is selected by the consumer is noise. The user may then provide feedback data 
(e.g., feedback ratings) as described above. 

It may be desirable to provide different templates for different feedback types. For 
instance, it may be desirable to supply different information and therefore a different 
template for a question or a suggestion than that presented for a complaint or a compliment. 
FIG. 8 is an exemplary template that may be used by a consumer to generate a question or 
suggestion consumer feedback communication. In this template, the consumer may simply 
generate free form text 802 to ask a question or, alternatively, supply a suggestion. 
Accordingly, multiple templates may be associated with various feedback types and feedback 
categories in order to facilitate the generation of a consumer feedback communication. Of 
course, a consumer may also wish to generate his or her own free form letter as shown at 804. 

As described above with reference to FIG. 1 through FIG. 8, the consumer feedback 
communication generation tool combines free form text with structured measurements via 
icons, radio buttons, drop down boxes and other instrumentation to generate and send a text 
based letter to a business or marketer. In this manner, a consumer may write a letter to a 
business in very little time and with very little effort, thereby promoting the feedback 
process. Moreover, as will be described in further detail below, attitudinal and behavioral 
consumer data is collected without an obvious and tedious survey process. 
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The present invention also enables a consumer to send a letter to a business, even 
where the preferred language of the target business differs from that of the consumer. Thus, 
a letter may be translated by a consumer prior to being sent. Alternatively, a letter may be 
translated automatically (e.g., based upon geographic region associated with the consumer 
5 and/or the geographic region associated with the business). While the free form text may be 

translated, a basis for translating the feedback ratings as well as the structured measurements 
obtained throughout the feedback process may also be established. Moreover, in order to 
promote the response and resolution process, a business feedback response may also be 
translated upon initiation by the business or automatically upon generation and transmission 
10 of the response. It is important to note that the structured measurements may be translated in 

j ! 3 advance to yield comparable data across different languages and cultures. Accordingly, the 
\j£ present invention promotes communication between consumers and businesses, as well as 
serves to bridge the cultural and linguistic gap between consumers and businesses. 

□ During the letter generation process, consumers have the opportunity to target as well 
15 as carbon copy select relevant stakeholders on their correspondence. These individuals may 

be selected based upon a variety of factors such as industry or product category, business, 
q and/or geographic region (e.g., zip code). For instance, the geographic region associated with 
; ^ the business as well as the consumer may be used to target various individuals who might be 

□ motivated to react to the feedback sent by the consumer. 

20 In addition to the identification by the consumer of individuals to receive the 

correspondence, the present invention may address the letter to various individuals and 
stakeholders automatically without intervention or initiation by the consumer, allowing the 
consumer to modify the inclusion of these individuals and stakeholders as recipients of the 
message. For instance, when a consumer addresses a complaint to the airline industry, the 

25 letter may be automatically addressed and sent to the U.S. Department of Transportation. For 

instance, the present invention may list the U.S. Department of Transportation as a 
stakeholder who may receive a carbon copy upon selection by the consumer. This addressing 
capability may be accomplished through a set of influence databases that are accessible to the 
consumer feedback communication generator. As one example, these databases may identify 

30 governmental officials such as federal, state, and local politicians according to geographic 

region. As another example, these databases may identify federal or state politicians 
according to relevant subcommittee. As yet another example, special interest groups and 
associations may be indexed according to geographic region as well as industry. In addition, 
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the consumer may extend their influence by transmitting the communication to the 
consumer's "circle of influence." By entering the names and electronic mail addresses, 
facsimile numbers and/or postal mail addresses, the consumer may influence the purchase 
decisions of relatives, colleagues, and neighbors. Since each of these people may also 
forward the letter to others, the viral diffusion can potentially extend to numerous people. 
One method of calculating the extent to which a consumer can influence others will be 
described in further detail below with reference to FIG. 19. 

Once the letter is addressed automatically or by the consumer, contact information is 
associated with the letter to enable the letter to be directed to the appropriate individuals and 
stakeholders. For instance, the contact information may include an electronic mail address, a 
postal address, and a facsimile number. In addition, information such as name, function, 
title, telephone number, and other pertinent information may be stored. The letter is then sent 
via this contact information. Thus, letters need not be delivered via electronic mail in all 
cases. For instance, a business may prefer that a letter be delivered via conventional mail or 
facsimile rather than via electronic mail. 

In addition to the mode of delivery, a business may prefer that data be supplied in a 
simplified format in addition to, or instead of, the textual format. For instance, a business 
may request feedback data (e.g., feedback ratings, purchase volume, and purchase frequency) 
that are supplied by the consumer as well as consumer data that are generated as a result of 
the letter generation process. Thus, a business need not dedicate internal resources to parsing 
the text of a letter to create a digital record of the nature and severity of an incident, or to 
profile the consumer according to data provided in the letter. The consumer data may 
include, for instance, indices indicating a level of brand purchase loyalty of the consumer, 
economic value of the consumer, and the potential word of mouth influence of the consumer. 
Exemplary methods for calculating these indices will be described in further detail below 
with reference to FIGs. 17-19. In addition, other data used to calculate one or more of the 
indices may be supplied. For instance, the number of people to whom a letter is addressed or 
copied and the number of letters generated (e.g., within a particular industry or feedback 
category) may be recorded for transmission to a business or marketer. This data may be 
delivered as regularly scheduled database downloads or from within a data delivery 
mechanism that allows for immediate and real-time access to the data. In addition, reporting 
tools may be provided to allow access and interaction with the data via on-line analytical 
processing tools. 
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When a letter (i.e., consumer feedback communication) is generated, the letter is 
ultimately delivered via an available mode of delivery. Although as described above a 
business may have a preferable mode of letter delivery, the following process flow diagram is 
shown to handle all modes of delivery for illustrative purposes. FIG. 9 is a process flow 
diagram illustrating a method of delivering a consumer feedback communication in 
accordance with an embodiment of the invention. When a consumer generates a feedback 
communication at block 902, the communication may be sent by electronic mail, facsimile, 
or conventional postal mail. Thus, it is determined at block 904 whether the contact 
information includes an electronic mail address for the business (e.g., contact person 
associated with the business). If the available contact information includes an electronic mail 
address, the letter is sent via electronic mail at block 906 and an acknowledgement letter is 
sent to the originator. Otherwise, the process continues at block 908 at which time the letter 
is moved into a "hot queue" that stores letters that are to be transmitted (pending the retrieval 
of missing data) or, alternatively, information identifying these unsent letters. In addition, an 
acknowledgement may be sent to the consumer. For instance, the acknowledgement may 
indicate that the letter will be sent once contact information associated with the business is 
located. Next, it is determined at block 910 whether an electronic mail address can be 
located for the business. This may be accomplished, for instance, via the Internet, telephone, 
or other suitable information resource. In addition, this process may be automated as well as 
performed by a set of information specialists. When an electronic mail address is located, the 
contact information associated with the business is stored in a database at block 912. More 
particularly, this contact information may be stored in or associated with an address book 
corresponding to the consumer sending the letter. The letter is then sent by the newly 
obtained electronic mail address at block 914. If an electronic mail address cannot be located 
within a specified period of time (e.g., 24 hours), at block 916 it is determined whether a 
facsimile number can be located for the business. As described above with reference to a 
newly located electronic mail address, when a facsimile number is located, a database is 
updated at block 918. The letter is then sent via the facsimile number at block 920. 
Similarly, if the facsimile number for the business or individual cannot be located within a 
specified period of time, an attempt is made to locate a conventional postal mail address for 
the business at block 922. When the address is located, the appropriate database(s) are then 
updated with this newly acquired mailing address at block 924. The letter is addressed to the 
appropriate individual (e.g., CEO or customer service representative) and sent via 
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conventional postal mail at block 926. If no contact information can be located within a 
specified period of time (e.g., 24 hours), the consumer is contacted for follow-up information 
as shown at block 928. For instance, the follow-up information may include contact 
information or may merely provide information which may enable contact information to be 
located. The database and therefore the consumer's private address book is updated at block 
930, the letter is sent using the contact information (e.g., supplied by the consumer) at block 
932, and a confirmation is sent to the consumer at block 934. When the letter is successfully 
sent, the consumer's private address book is also updated to include contact information for 
all other individuals to whom the letter was transmitted. 

In addition to ensuring that a letter is delivered to the desired business, the present 
invention updates the system databases with business feedback response information as well 
as updated consumer feedback data obtained in reaction to this response. Moreover, the 
present invention attempts to promote resolution and response from a business by enabling a 
letter and/or response to be published (e.g., via the Internet). 

FIG. 10 is a process flow diagram illustrating a method of performing follow-up and 
resolution during the consumer feedback communication and response process in accordance 
with an embodiment of the invention. The consumer generates a letter to a business at block 
1002. At block 1004 the web site provider determines whether a response has been received 
from the business via the web site. When a response is received, a system database is 
updated with a response status (i.e., response indicator) indicating that a response has been 
received at block 1006. Alternatively, when it is determined that a consumer has updated the 
system with a response (e.g., received separately from the present invention) at block 1008, a 
system database is updated with a suitable response status at block 1010. For example, the 
response status may indicate that delivery of the consumer feedback communication is in 
process, outcome is pending, email has been sent, fax has been sent, postal mail has been 
sent, delivery of the feedback communication is confirmed, the business has responded, the 
consumer feedback communication has been resent to the business, the situation that 
prompted the communication has been satisfactorily resolved, the business has been relegated 
to the "Hall of Shame" (the situation that prompted the consumer feedback communication 
has not been satisfactorily resolved or the business has not responded to the consumer 
feedback communication), and the feedback communication has been deleted. 

When a business response is not received by the consumer or the web site provider, 
after a specified period of time (e.g., 3 weeks), the web site provider sends a letter to the 
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business requesting that they copy the web site service on all responses at block 1012. This 
letter may be sent via electronic mail, facsimile, or postal mail. In addition, at block 1014 the 
web site provider sends a letter (e.g., via electronic mail, facsimile, or postal mail) to the 
consumer asking if they have received a response and whether they would like the web site 
provider to follow up with the business. At block 1016, if the consumer does not respond 
within a predetermined period of time (e.g., 2 weeks), a response status is associated with the 
letter at block 1018. More particularly, the response status is stored in a database to indicate 
that the response status is unknown. At this time, the web site provider sends no further mail 
to the consumer. When a consumer indicates at block 1020 that a response has been received 
from the business, the system databases are updated with response information at block 1022. 
More particularly, this response information may include at least a portion of the response as 
well as a response status. In addition, the web site provider replies to the consumer with a 
suggestion to provide updated feedback data in the future. In other words, the consumer may 
provide updated feedback ratings, possibly indicating an increase in loyalty as a result of 
resolution of the event that initiated the feedback. At block 1024 if the consumer indicates 
that he or she has still not received a response from the business and does not want the web 
site provider to follow up, the consumer letter status associated with the consumer letter is 
updated to indicate that follow up is not requested at block 1026. Alternatively, the web site 
provider resends the consumer feedback letter to the business with a "follow up" header at 
block 1028. The process continues at block 1030. 

The above-described process is repeated as follows to ensure that the system 
databases are current and that the feedback event is resolved in accordance with the 
consumer's preferences. At block 1032 the web site provider determines whether a response 
has been received from the business via the web site. When a response is received, a system 
database is updated with a response status indicating that a response has been received at 
block 1034. Alternatively, when it is determined that a consumer has updated the system 
with a response at block 1036, a system database is updated with a suitable response status at 
block 1038. 

When a business response is not received by the consumer or the web site provider, 
after a specified period of time (e.g., one month), the web site provider sends a letter to the 
consumer at block 1040 asking if they have received a response and whether they would like 
the web site provider to follow up with the business or to relegate the business to the Hall of 
Shame. In other words, the consumer may request that at least a portion of the consumer 
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letter be published on the Internet. At block 1042, if the consumer does not respond within a 
predetermined period of time (e.g., 2 weeks), a response status is associated with the letter at 
block 1044. More particularly, the response status is stored in a database to indicate that the 
response status is unknown. At this time, the web site provider sends no further mail to the 
consumer. When a consumer indicates at block 1046 that a response has been received from 
the business, the system databases are updated with response information at block 1048. 
More particularly, this response information may include at least a portion of the response as 
well as a response status. In addition, as described above, the web site provider replies to the 
consumer with a suggestion to provide updated feedback data in the future. In other words, 
the consumer may provide updated feedback ratings. At block 1050 if the consumer 
indicates that he or she has still not received a response from the business and wants the web 
site provider to follow up, the web site provider resends the consumer feedback letter to the 
business with a "follow up" header at block 1052. Alternatively, when a consumer has not 
received a response to his or her consumer feedback communication, the consumer may wish 
to relegate the business to the Hall of Flames as shown at block 1054 rather than attempting 
to further contact the business. Otherwise, the consumer letter status is updated at block 
1056 to indicate that neither follow up nor publication is requested. When the consumer 
requests publication of the letter, the web site provider publishes at least a portion of the 
letter in the Hall of Flames and updates the consumer letter status to reflect this publication at 
block 1058. Process blocks 1032 through 1052 may be repeated two times prior to ending 
the follow up and resolution process at block 1060. Accordingly, the present invention (e.g., 
via a web site) supplies response services that promote the transmission of a response by a 
business to a consumer initiated feedback communication. 

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, the consumer may access an 
online consumer affairs filing cabinet to organize and keep track of the consumer letters 
generated and associated feedback. FIG. 1 1 is an exemplary user interface that may be used 
by a consumer to access the consumer's feedback communication and associated response 
data. Since the consumer may access only his or her private letters and feedback, the 
consumer enters an email address 1 102 and a password 1 104 to access this information. In 
order to create a private filing cabinet, the consumer may initiate registration as shown at 
1 106. Once the consumer has registered, the consumer may view the consumer feedback 
communication sent by the consumer as well as associated information such as letter status. 
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It is also important to note that the consumer may also resend or forward the letter (e.g., to 
friends or family). 

FIG. 12 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to register 
with the feedback and response system. During the registration process, the web site 
provider may obtain various consumer data such as socio-economic data and address 
information identifying a geographic region (e.g., zip code) within which the consumer lives 
or works. As shown, the consumer may enter a first name, last name, an electronic mail 
address, a password, and address information including a specific address and/or city, state 
and zip code. In addition, socio-economic data including gender, occupation, salary (not 
shown), and education level (not shown) may be obtained. 

As described above, the consumer may access his or her own private filing cabinet. 
FIG. 13 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to view consumer 
feedback communications sent by the consumer, update business feedback response data 
associated with those communications, and provide updated feedback data in response to a 
business feedback response as indicated by the corresponding hypertext links in FIG. 13. 
More particularly, a consumer may wish to VIEW and/or resend a letter that was previously 
sent. Thus, the consumer may retrieve as well as reference his or her feedback 
communication and associated responses. Moreover, the consumer may resubmit a letter to a 
business or marketer or, alternatively, redirect or forward a letter to friends, family or other 
individuals. In addition, contact information for the business or COMPANY that the letter 
was delivered to may be viewed. The consumer may wish to view the date that the letter was 
SENT ON as well as the date that the company RESPONDED ON. When a consumer 
receives a business feedback response, the consumer may enter various information such as 
text as well as the date the response was received. The consumer may also DELETE 
information associated with a particular letter sent by the consumer. In order to update and 
record changes that the consumer has made to his or her filing cabinet, the consumer may 
click on UPDATE. Thus, the consumer may add, modify, delete, or view information related 
to the previously sent letters and associated responses. Finally, a consumer may provide 
updated feedback data in reaction to a response of a business by clicking on OVERALL 
RESULT. Thus, through the receipt of a command from a consumer that selects a particular 
hypertext link or otherwise indicates information to be displayed or modified, information 
associated with various feedback communications may be displayed or modified as indicated. 
As described above, the feedback data may include updated feedback ratings as well as free 
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form text submitted by the consumer. In this manner, a consumer may indicate whether the 
situation was resolved. Moreover, a business receiving this feedback data may ascertain 
whether its attempt at resolution was successful. 

FIG. 14 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to access a 
private address book generated during the consumer feedback communication process. As 
described above with reference to FIG. 10, the consumer's private address book is 
automatically updated with contact information for businesses to whom a letter has 
previously been written as well as contact information for those individuals who have 
received a copy of the letter. By directly accessing this address book, the consumer may add, 
modify, or delete contact information (e.g., an electronic mail address) associated with a 
particular individual. As shown, to add a contact a new name and associated contact 
information (e.g., electronic mail address) may be supplied by the consumer. In addition, a 
consumer may delete a contact by selecting a box next to the entry. Once the consumer has 
modified his or her private address book to his or her satisfaction, the consumer may save the 
changes made to the address book. 

As described above, the feedback ratings (including those directed to resolution of the 
situation that prompted the feedback) are collected via consumer input. These feedback 
ratings, obtained feedback data, and other consumer or business data may be supplied upon 
demand or on a regular basis to various businesses (e.g., via a digital data structure). In 
addition, these ratings may be published for the benefit of the consumer. In this manner, 
each consumer may benefit from the experiences of other consumers. 

FIG. 15 is an exemplary user interface that may be used by a consumer to access 
ratings obtained from numerous consumers during the feedback communication and response 
process. In this example, ratings obtained in relation to the airline industry were compiled 
and organized for easy access by consumers. Thus, a consumer may access information 
related to overall on-time flights, reported mishandled baggage, on-time flights by airline, 
reported mishandled baggage by airline, and number of complaints asandicated by the 
corresponding hypertext links in FIG. 15. 

In addition to the feedback data (e.g., ratings) obtained from the consumer, the 
feedback data (and other information) obtained from the consumer during the feedback 
process may be combined and interpreted to create additional consumer data. For instance, 
the feedback data obtained directly and indirectly from the consumer may be used to create 
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one or more indices that profile the consumer. Once created, these indices may be 
transmitted to businesses or industries that wish to receive this valuable consumer data. 

FIG. 16 is a process flow diagram illustrating a general method of collecting 
consumer data during the feedback process in accordance with an embodiment of the 
invention. The consumer data may be obtained as a result of a single letter generated and 
transmitted by a consumer. In addition, valuable consumer data may be obtained by 
compiling data over multiple feedback instances for a particular consumer. For instance, data 
may compiled within a particular industry for a consumer to create an accurate consumer 
profile. Thus, when a letter is generated at block 1602, the letter is sent on behalf of the 
consumer at block 1604. Information provided in the letter is obtained (e.g., from the letter) 
at block 1606 and stored for future data analysis at block 1608. This process is repeated as 
shown at blocks 1602 through 1608 for each letter sent by a consumer. One or more indices 
are then created from the obtained information at block 1610 in order to categorize the 
consumer according to a consumer profile. The indices may then be associated with a 
particular feedback communication as well as a specific consumer. Once the consumer is 
profiled, this consumer data is stored for transmission to interested businesses and industries. 
Moreover, it is important to note that such market research data may be obtained from 
multiple consumer feedback flows associated with a plurality of consumers. Each feedback 
flow includes feedback data previously obtained during generation of a consumer feedback 
communication. Accordingly, powerful indices may be developed that reflect a consumer's 
present and future value to a particular business, industry, or product category. 

Information that is obtained and used for consumer profiling may be obtained directly 
from the consumer as well as indirectly from the consumer. FIG. 17 and FIG. 18 present 
several methods that may be performed to generate consumer data from information obtained 
directly from the consumer. FIG. 19 presents a method of generating consumer data from 
information obtained indirectly from the consumer (i.e., via the letter generation process). 

Businesses often want to identify consumers who are loyal consumers. FIG. 17 is a 
process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating a loyalty index identifying a level 
of loyalty of the consumer in accordance with an embodiment of the invention. As described 
above, feedback ratings are preferably obtained from the consumer after a feedback response 
has been received from a business as well as at the initial letter writing stage. Thus, the data 
acquisition process is both proactive and reactive. In addition, feedback ratings may be 
obtained after a predetermined period of time (e.g., 30 days) when a feedback response is not 
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provided by the business. These ratings are then used to create a loyalty index identifying a 
level of loyalty of the consumer. As shown at block 1702 a satisfaction rating associated 
with the letter sent by the consumer is obtained. In addition, a future purchase intent rating is 
obtained at block 1704. Similarly, a future word of mouth influence intent rating is obtained 
at block 1706. The loyalty index is then created at block 1708 by combining these three 
feedback ratings. Once generated, the loyalty index serves as an approximation of the 
strength of the bond between the consumer and the business (i.e., marketer). For instance, 
the loyalty index may be used to classify a consumer as a loyal consumer, a favorable 
consumer, an indifferent consumer, or an at risk consumer. 

In addition to identifying loyal consumers, businesses typically are interested in 
identifying those consumers who have the economic ability to purchase various goods and/or 
services. FIG. 18 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating a buyer 
power index indicating an economic value of a consumer over time for a business or industry. 
Economic value is classified by creating a buyer power index across the volume and/or 
frequency of purchase within the particular industry or product category. As one example, a 
consumer may indicate the number of times the consumer flies a year. As another example, a 
consumer may indicate that he or she purchases a particular brand of cereal once a week and 
that this cereal box is a large box rather than a small box. In addition, the buyer power index 
factors in the business' share of this category volume as well as known socio-economic 
information on the consumer. As shown at block 1802, the volume of purchase within a 
particular product category is ascertained. In addition, the frequency of purchase of the 
consumer within the product category or industry is ascertained at block 1804. Moreover, 
socio-economic information received from the consumer during the registration process is 
obtained at block 1806. As described above with reference to FIG. 12, this socio-economic 
information may include information such as gender, salary, occupation, and education level. 
In addition, the buyer power index may include the business' share of the category or 
industry volume which is obtained at block 1808. Thus, a brand loyalty may effectively be 
obtained by combining the consumer purchase volume and business' share of this category or 
industry volume. A buyer power index is then created at block 1810 which indicates a 
consumer's economic value to a particular business or industry over time. For instance, the 
buyer power index may serve to classify the consumer into one of several categories. 
Exemplary categories include high brand loyalty / high category volume, high brand loyalty / 
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low category volume, low brand loyalty / high category volume, and low brand loyalty / low 
category volume. 

As described above, market research data may be generated over a cross section of 
consumers. As one example, market research data may be generated over a particular 
geographic region. As another example, market research data may be generated for 
consumers within a particular cross section of the population (e.g., income level, education 
level). 

Although the above description generally describes the collection of consumer data 
relating to consumers generating feedback communications using the present invention, 
business data relating to the targeted businesses may also be generated. The business data 
may identify or quantify a variety of business practices followed by the business. In addition, 
the business data may identify the industry of the business. Moreover, the business data may 
quantify the number of compliments or complaints generated within a particular industry. 
Depending upon the user interfaces used to generate the feedback communications, a variety 
of business data may be obtained from the feedback communications. 

While valuable information is obtained directly from user input that is consciously 
provided by a willing consumer, some information may be inferred from the behavior of the 
consumer. Thus, valuable consumer data may be gathered and measured based upon this 
consumer behavior. FIG. 19 is a process flow diagram illustrating one method of generating 
a viral power index indicating a word of mouth impact of the consumer. More particularly, 
the viral power of a consumer is classified by a creating a viral power index across the 
number of individuals to whom the feedback communication was transmitted and the number 
of feedback instances captured via the web site. As shown at block 1902, the number of 
letters generated by the consumer over time is ascertained. This number may reflect all 
letters generated by the consumer as well as the number of letters generated within a 
particular product category or industry. From the contact information associated with each 
letter, the average number of people who received a letter from the consumer may be 
ascertained at block 1904. More particularly, it may be desirable to look at those individuals 
who received a "carbon copy" of the letter rather than those who were addressed directly in 
the letter. In addition, a level of contact for the people to whom the letters were transmitted 
may be obtained or inferred from available information at block 1906. In other words, socio- 
economic information previously obtained from the consumer as well as from system 
influence databases may be applied to determine or infer the socio-economic nature of those 
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influenced. Thus, socioTeconomic factors associated with the consumer such as gender, 
occupation, salary, and education may be applied to infer the socio-economic nature of those 
influenced. Of course, socio-economic information that is available for those individuals 
who received the feedback communication may also be applied. For instance, a job or 
political title may indicate a certain socio-economic status. A viral power index indicating an 
approximation of the word of mouth impact of the consumer over time is then generated at 
block 1908 from the information obtained at blocks 1902, 1904, and 1906. Exemplary viral 
power classifications include possible combinations of highly viral, moderately viral, and 
minimally viral with high, low, or moderate income (as well as no income available). 

Through tracking the type and number of individuals to whom consumer feedback 
communication is sent, the number of letters that are sent by a given consumer (e.g., within a 
particular industry), and the cascading effect of word of mouth influence, the present 
invention identifies the most influential consumers within particular product categories or 
industries. This viral index may be used to profile and direct various communications to 
individuals based upon their ability to influence the purchase and consumption patterns of 
others both on and off the web. In addition, the feedback data (e.g., ratings) as well as the 
feedback type (e.g., complaint or compliment) may be used to ascertain whether the 
individual is likely to positively or negatively influence other consumers or potential 
consumers. For instance, it may be desirable to identify individuals who pose a large threat 
to negatively influencing other consumers as well as to identify individuals who can be 
expected to leverage positive word of mouth information and marketing messages. 
Moreover, the viral index may also be used to build panels of expert users for product testing 
and identify candidates that can be given free product or services to generate positive word of 
mouth communication. 

The present invention captures and generates valuable consumer data through a 
variety of processes. The present invention captures feedback data reflecting the attitudes 
from consumers as a result of a "feedback event" via the consumer feedback communication 
and response processes. In addition, the obtained data reflecting the purchasing and 
communications behavior of the consumer is used to develop powerful indices of financial 
and word of mouth impact. This enables businesses to use this information to their economic 
advantage, as well as to harness the power of word of mouth influence of today's 
technologically sophisticated consumer. 

FIG. 20 is a block diagram of a hardware environment in which the various 
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embodiments of the present invention may be implemented. The web site at which 
communications between consumers and businesses are facilitated according to the invention 
is located on a server 2002 which is connected by a router 2004 to the Internet 2006. 
Businesses (represented by servers 2008) may also be connected to the Internet via routers 
2010 in order to receive the transmission of data and letters from the server 2002. Business 
servers 2008 may have networks 2012 associated therewith interconnecting a plurality of 
personal computers or work stations 2014. Consumers (represented by computers 2022 and 
2024) may be connected to the Internet in a variety of ways. For example, a consumer may 
be connected from his home via a modem 2026, or from his workplace via a network 2020, a 
file server 2016, and a router 2018. It will be understood that, according to various 
embodiments of the invention, consumers may gain access to the web site on server 2002 via 
a variety of hardware configurations. Similarly, businesses may be coupled to the web site 
on server 2002 in order to receive the transmission of communications as well as data from 
the web site. For example, a business may consist of an individual on his home computer 
2024. Similarly, a consumer may be an employee who accesses the web site from his 
computer 2014 at his place of employment which is a business. It will also be understood 
that the hardware environment of Fig. 20 is shown for illustrative purposes and that a wide 
variety of hardware environments may be employed to implement the various embodiments 
of the present invention. It should also be understood that specific embodiments of the 
methods and processes described herein are implemented as computer program instructions, 
i.e., software, in the memory of server 2002. 

Various embodiments of the invention can also be embodied as computer readable 
code on a computer readable medium. The computer readable medium is any data storage 
device that can store data which can thereafter be read by a computer system. Examples of 
the computer readable medium include read-only memory, random-access memory, CD- 
ROMs, magnetic tape, and optical data storage devices. 

Although illustrative embodiments and applications of this invention are shown and 
described herein, many variations and modifications are possible which remain within the 
concept, scope, and spirit of the invention, and these variations would become clear to those 
of ordinary skill in the art after perusal of this application. For instance, the present invention 
is based upon the generation and transmission of a letter by a consumer, preferably in the 
form of an electronic mail. However, it should be understood that the present invention is 
not limited to this arrangement, but instead would equally apply regardless of the mode of 
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transmission. Accordingly, the present embodiments are to be considered as illustrative and 
not restrictive, and the invention is not to be limited to the details given herein, but may be 
modified within the scope and equivalents of the appended claims. 
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